
GEAR UP is a federal program that follows  
students from seventh grade through their first year 
of college, preparing students for postsecondary  
education—especially those from low-income or 
underserved backgrounds. The program provides 
comprehensive college and career readiness  
support, from instruction on higher education  
options and career paths, to resources for families,  
to scholarships when students graduate.

When Kennedy High School in Cedar Rapids, Iowa, 
received a GEAR UP grant, program coordinator 
Laurie Mead knew it was an opportunity to help the 
475 students in the program prepare for college and 
career success. She used a suite of ACT products and 



600

Mead said that ensuring students were ready to take 
the ACT their junior year helped them prepare for 
all potential postsecondary options as seniors. She 
explained that this timing was key: “It really gives our 
students an advantage,” she said

This advantage has had significant impact in the 
lives of GEAR UP students. The program led to a 
participation rate of 69% in ACT testing statewide, 
versus roughly 49% when the ACT is offered through 
district testing without GEAR UP support. It also led 
to a major increase in the number of families filling 
out FAFSAs––a great indicator that they’re planning 
for college, according to Mead.

For GEAR UP students who don’t currently have 
plans for college, Mead used ACT® WorkKeys® to 
develop career skills, leading to some students 
receiving the ACT® NCRC®, demonstrating their 
career readiness. This is an extra initiative at Kennedy 
outside the scope of the GEAR UP funding, but in 
Mead’s mind, it’s very much in line with the goal of 
preparing all students for their futures. 

Mead liked that ACT shared her vision of helping 
students along diverse paths to success, including 


